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The English hymn has been an unpopular genre for critical scrutiny owing to its reputation as 'a second-rate form of poetry' (Cedl xxiii). Amidst a range of accusations against its religiosity, often simple language and perceived limited aims, the hymn has been associated with simple and restrictive metres unable to provide 'a free vehicle for the expression of the poet's imagination' (xxiii) . Consequently, it has been neglected as a minor verse genre of little significance to literary history. In fact, however, hymn-writing flourished in Britain as congregational hymn-singing became increasingly popular throughout the nineteenth century, and hundreds of variations of metre were utilised by multitudes of men and women. Indeed, British WOmen made prominent contributions to English hymnody from early on in its development; the influential hymns of Anne Steele (1717-78) , I the first major woman hymn-writer, were published in 1760, only twelve years after the death of Isaac Watts (1674-1748), the Independent minister and poet commonly considered the progenitor of modern English hymnody. Later, Emma Raymond Pitman's lAdy Hymn Writers (1892) celebrated the achievements of 121 female writers of hymns. Several of the women were leaders in the field, who recorded the changing religious climates, identified new liturgical areas. to address and cultivated new metres in which to meet these needs. The hymn, then, is an excellent poetical tradition in which to explore the relationship between prosody and gender, particularly in relation to the establishment of authority in verse. The examination of this interplay in the first hundred and forty years of British women's hymn-writing is the concern of this essay.
Pre-Victorian women hymn-writers were cautious in their employment of metre. For instance, Seeele normally utilised the two then most usual hymnic metres: 'common metre', a metre of four lines alternating between tetrameters and trimeters (C.M. or 8.6.8.6), and 'long metre', a tetrameter quatrain (L.M. or 8.8.8.8), for her hymns. As demonstrated above, hymn metres are often denoted numerically according to the number of syllables per line per verse. This denotation is important because the numbers signal what melodies the text~which is, after all, intended as sacred song -may be sung to. For, although hymns are often associated with specific tunes, they have generally been written without specific melodies in mind to a range of widely known metres. Thus, a new hymn-text may be sung readily to any number of appropriate tunes known by a singer or congregation. This in-built versatility has been important in the prevalence of the hymn as an accessible mode of worship. Steele's most famous hymn, 'The Excellency of the Scriptures', is written in iambic common metre: wrote the majority of her hymns in conunon and long metre. On one level, these women employed familiar metres in order to make use of the extant reservoir of hymn tunes; however, there was room for divergence from the common musical metres. Watts varied his metres more than Steele, and Charles Wesley (1707-88) experimented with unusual metres as will be evidenced later. Thus, one may question why the earliest women hymn-writers chose not to diverge from the most conventional metres. We may glean a clue from the fact that Steele's private (unpublished) writings -now stored at the Angus Library at Regent's Park College, Oxford -are often less orthodox and more playful. The work that gained entry into print culture was carefully selected and proper -suitable as the pious productions of a woman who aspired to a holy identity. These early women hymn-writers desired their work to be accepted and utilized by Christian society and, to this end, drew heavily from the popular examples of the male pioneers for authority and precedent. Certainly, both Steele and Harrison recorded their anxiety regarding the presumption to publish; for instance, Steele's 'On Reviewing My Verses for Publication' attests to her fears of rejection and ridicule: Steele was also involved in a project of literary self-fashioning; she published under the pseudonym "Iheodosia', meaning 'female gift of God', and thereby suggested that her work was divinely sanctioned. This identity protected her work from censure and accusations that she was unwomanly for publishing her work.
The early women's hymns also borrowed the language of the men. For instance, Steele's 'Desiring Resignation and Thankfulness' starts with the line 'When I survey life's varied scene' (134), alluding to Watts's famous 'When I survey the wondrous Cross' (189). Harrison also owes a debt to the pre-eminent male hymn-writers; in her 'Hymn 74', she asserts: 'Jesus unloose my stamm'ring tongue, / And then I'll raise ill)" voice -' (78). The idea of the 'stanun'ring tongue' comes from the We~leys, who used the phrase numerous times. John Wesley, for instance, employed it in 'I thirst, Thou wounded Lamb of God': 'Unloose our stammering tongues, to tell / Thy love immense, unsearchable' (1.266). It would seem that, at this early stage of the tradition, women hymn-writers, who had few female models to look to, drew from the most successful examples established by the pre-eminent (male) hymn-writers with their masculine responses to religion rather than develop new forms in which to articulate their female spiritualities.
Another example of a specific borrowing may be found in the work of Although, on one level, Westbury's repeated use of Wesley's metre may merely indicate that she especially liked the tune associated with it; by using this peculiar metre, and by extension the recognizable tune, she is connecting her work to him, his eminent place in English hymnody and the evangelistic work of the Wesley brothers, especially among the poor. In the case of Westbury, a poor, obscure, provincial and very young woman -she died when she was only twenty years old -it is easy to see that borrowing from a distinguished hymn-writer as Charles Wesley would have re-enforced her work with his theological and hymnological authority.
As the numbers of women hymn-writers burgeoned in the later nineteenth century,' they more frequently developed their own metres with success. This experimentation is exemplified in the hymns of Charlotte Elliott (1789-1871), the most famous invalid woman hymn-writer of the nineteenth century. Elliott favoured the verse form of three equal length lines followed by a shorter fourth line:
'Christian! seek not yet repose;' Hear thy guardian angel say; 'Thou art in the midst of foes -'Watch and pray!' (Morning and Evening Hymns 13, 11. 1-4) Written in an irregular metre of7.7.7.3 syllables, Elliott's hynm has broken away from the most obvious hymnic patterns. As the assertive exclamation marks signal, she speaks with the authority of an admonishing teacher; her commanding tone is emphasized by the device of the short final line and the imperative conunand to 'Watch and pray!' at the end of each verse. The conunand is in quotation marks as they are words spoken by Christ in the gospels about the need to be vigilant against the powers of darkness.' thus, the hymn carries the weight of Christ's teachings. As one of the primary aims of English hymnody has been to impart scriptural knowledge, the repetition of Christ's three short words at the end of each verse means that the hymn is effective and memorable.
Elliott utilises the same form of the three equal lines followed by a shorter forth in her most famous hymn 'just as I am, without one plea'. This Skemp's (1857 Skemp's ( -1927 '1 love to think that Jesus saw'. Unlike the pre-Victorian women who aspired to the hymnody of the male pioneers, these later women obviously responded to the powerful example of Bllious female...authored verse." Two Latin versions were also written by male admirers of the original: the Reverend R. Bingham's 1871 'Ut ego sum! Nee olia ratione utens' and Hamilton M. Macgill's 1876 "Tibi, qualis sum, 0 Christe!,.7 This Latinisation is interesting because, owing to deficiencies in female education, Latin hymnody was very much the domain of men. As such, the Latin versions may be read as attempts by male admirers to claim this potent hymn as their own. Indeed, there was some male jealousy at the success of this female-anchored hymn; Elliotr's brother, the clergyman Henry Venn Elliott (1792 Elliott ( -1865 , said of 'Just as I Am': 'In the. course of a long ministry, I hope I have been permitted to see some fruit by my labours; but I feel more has been done by a single hymn of my sister's' (qtd. inJulian 610). This statement demonstrates that the influence of this female-authored hymn, which, with its effective form and emotionally charged content, could stir the hearts of multitudes who sought after God, could be greater than a lifetime's ministry of (male) priesthood. 
